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We sold our pigs, we sold our goats
At Guantanamo they sent us back
We got to Guantanamo

We sold our pigs, we sold our goats
Poverty is not sweet O
Guantanamo is no good O]

Here, what’s interesting, and what may complicate neat formulations of
diasporic phases, is that this group is in the so-called “homeland,” yet imag-
ines itself as a part of the diaspora and longs to be out in diaspora. Rather
than suffering from nostalgia for homeland and origins, this group diag-
noses itself as fighting for survival in Haiti as an unviable, untenable space
-of starvation and death. These group members cast themselves as imagined
migrants in a diaspora that they are waiting to join (Schuler 2008).

This musical expression points us to a diasporic irony: that articulated
with the downward political and economic spiraling of Haiti. Because of
the deadliness characterizing the life of the Haitian poor, those in Haiti par-
ticipate in imagining spaces outside the homeland, in the diaspora, as the
nostalgic spaces of possibility and full humanity. They turn typical diasporic
condition of “imagining a homeland” on its head, and imagine themselves in
diaspora, often constructed as a kind of paradise in many ways.

The examples I’ve discussed illustrate that Haitians in various locations
relative to the African diaspora and the Hajtian diaspora have emplotted
Rara music as points on a sonic compass to orient themselves to diasporic
horizons most meaningful, salient and useful in the cultural politics of their
present situations. Insofar as it is a powerfully evocative-sounding music,
Rara music and its bamboo horns index a far-distant Kongo past, a his-
torical association with rebellion against colonial powers and a deeply and
singularly Haitian parading tradition. Whereas the details will be quite
different in the case of Christian music, Haitians will likewise hear hymns
and praise songs as points on a sonic compass. Pentecostal Haitians create
biblical compass points, which yield directions to a very different set of
diasporic horizons. ,

EVANGELICAL MUSIC AND THE
‘DIASPORIC’ CHRISTIAN KINGDOM

The Haitian majority has until recently been understood to be participants
to greater or lesser extent in the traditional, Afro-Creole religious-system
that produces Rara and other rituals. But just as evangelical Christian forms
have been growing rapidly throughout the Southern Hemisphere since the
1970s (Jenkins 2002), so are they on the rise in Haiti. It is now estimated
that 30 percent of the Haitian social sphere is engaged with evangelical
Protestantism, mostly in some Pentecostal form (and here I will refer to all
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spirit-filled Protestant groups broadly as Pentecostal, although many are
independent churches). This religious orientation relies on biblical scrip-
ture as God’s inerrant truth, and takes the Bible to be truth, history and
the ultimate authority on every aspect of life. Just as important is the idea
that the biblical age is still accessible, that God still works in the world and
makes himself felt and understood through the Holy Spirit. The Spirit can
manifest itself through the “gifts of the spirit” including dreams, visions,
aural communication, speaking in tongues, experiences of intense emotion,
laughing, crying, shaking, stuttering, singing and ecstatic dancing, to per-
form healings and miracles. Pentecostals, like other evangelicals, empha-
size the born-again experience, where an individual accepts Jesus Christ
as savior and commits to undergo a process of sanctified living, separat-
ing themselves from sinful activities such as drinking, smoking, gambling,
extramarital sex and social dancing. Pastors admonish their congregations
to be “in the world but not of it” and to separate themselves into Christian
social enclaves while still proselytizing the unconverted. To a much greater
degree than Afro-Creole religious societies, Protestant networks tend to be
formally interconnected with other churches and prayer groups through-
out the globe. These interconnections have increased since the Haiti earth-
quake, as countless church groups were moved to respond with support.
The first thing to note about Haitian evangelical music is that there has
been debate among Haitian Protestants about what rhythms, melodies and
lyrics Christ-centered music should contain. It is clear to Christians that
God loves music and that music making is a proper and good way to praise
and worship the Lord, because the Bible refers favorably to music in hun-
dreds of verses. Butler (2008) writes that many pastors wrestle with the
dilemma that so much Haitian music is linked to un-Christian religious
spirits. Not only might the rhythms and melodies that “belong” to certain
spirits recall somatic experiences for congregants, but music itself has a
spiritual force, and as a musical mode of “spiritual work,” it could actually
invoke the wrong spiritual presence to descend in worship. As for the popu-
lar dance music of koxnpa, the cultural associations and physical sensations
it might convey relate to the pleasure of balles and the secular sphere of
close romantic dancing. Some church bands choose to play imported gospel
music from the United States or France in order to solve this dilemma.
Most Protestant churches in Haiti and the diaspora cleave to the safe rep-
ertoire compiled in the widely circulating hymnbook Chants d’Espérance
(Songs of Hope). Texts of over eight hundred hymns and “joyous melodies”
appear either in French or in Kreydl. Many songs are translations of the
French Chants de la Ligue pour la Lecture de la Bible (Songs of the League
for Bible Reading) and from American Baptist and Methodist hymns from
Marantha Gospel Choruses (Case and Case 1938) and Old Fashioned
Revival Hour Songs (Fuller, Green and MacDougall 1950). No musical
scores or notations accompany the hymns. Many songs are sung to the
original melodies but some are not. As Butler notes, “Chan desperans lends
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itself particularly well to multiple musical interpretations and facilitates
the “Haitianization’ of imported church songs” (2002, 102). Fairly often
the songs are transposed into a genre that has come to be called konpa Jezi
(Jesus konpa) wherein the tanzbou (hand drum) and the graj (metal scraper)
that are used in Vodou music are omitted (Butler 2002, 104). .

In counter-distinction to the conservatism Butler found, there is also a
growing industry of professional Haitian gospel music, paralleling gospel
music growth throughout the globe. In fact, Haitians consume Christian
music videos and musical clips of church services from francophone Africa,
Europe, Canada and the Antilles on television and Internet sites that fea-
ture.a wide variety of musical and prayer styles. Some Haitian Christian
music—especially that of the young—seems to replicate exactly the sound-
styles of particular kompa bands such as Sweet Mickey, Carimi and Nu
~ Look.® These musicians and composers are rooted in local churches, and
so create a “feedback loop” where recent compositions (which may draw
from Chants d’Espérance) released on albums may be taken up and sung in
church, at the discretion of the pastor, of course.

Haitian Pentecostal music so far is thus a hybrid of Haitian, French and
American influences. Insofar as Haitians typically sing in Kreydl or French,
and arrange their hymns with a lilting syncopation, they have developed a
style of Christian music they fully ‘own.” The Haitian case is consistent with
Philip Bohlman’s assertion that “in the moment of performance, hymns
pass from the ownership of a colonial religious institution into the local
religious practices” (Butler 2002, 103). The Haitian Protestant community
indigenizes imported Christian music to their own tastes and mmbmﬂgrﬂnm
anchoring the gospel truth with their @mmnnﬂ_wn cultural sense of being “i
their skin.”

Pentecostal congregations are free to on_mﬁ_ﬁm the emotional energy and
somatic sonic resonances that music produces into a locally specific musical
repertoire that contributes to the sense of belonging that evangelicals feel
to the church and the Kingdom of God. This cultural belonging mitigates
against the uneven power dynamics created by the fact that Protestantism.
was an American import. It also helps create a buffer against the mar-
ginalizing posture Pentecostals adopt that one is sanctified, set apart and
“Other” to the sinful society at large. The fact that anyone can “plant” a
church and play almost any style of music, in one’s native language, shows
that charismatic Christianity has the ability to avail itself of the emotional
possibilities of music. This, in turn, is part and parcel of how it is able
to reproduce so quickly: biblical content and basic and formulaic rituals
‘are wrapped in the B:m_om_ forms, styles, language and tastes of the local
congregation.

“In the case of Haitian HunonmSDﬁ music, specifically Haitian Bm_o&w
rhythm and language are sonic indexes to belonging at the same time that
lyrics produce a Christian vision and Christian spatiality. Because so many
songs are imported, they contain almost no references to Haiti, or, for that
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matter, to island or even hemispheric geographies. The vast majority. of
texts offer a simple single image, such as that of Jesus’s love for us, Jesus
dying on the cross or God preparing us a place in Heaven. Lyrical images
in hymns are often phrases from scripture, so they reference the Jandscape
of the ancient world, the Holy Land or the New Testament cosmology of
heaven and earth. When spaces or places do appear, they are invariably
biblical places, such as Jerusalem, Jericho and Nazareth, or the Christian
spaces of heaven and earth. The following song is a good example of a
single spatial reference to biblical time and place that is transposed to the
present. A well-known hymn in Haiti, it was sung by people in at least one
encampment in the months after the earthquake. Here, the ancient wall of

. Jericho, referenced in the Book of Joshua, is smashed, and the analogy is

made to the spiritual realm in which Jesus can bring down any wall. The
present tense underscores the idea that biblical space and events are still
working in the present:

Jericho Jericho miray-la kraze

Nan pwen miray Jezi pa kraze
Miray maladi,

Miray mize,

Miray grangou, etc. etc.’

[Jericho Jericho the wall is broken
There is no wall Jesus cannot break
The wall of sickness,

The wall of poverty,

The wall of hunger, etc. etc.]

In this simple text the important event is the one that happened in the
biblical city of Jericho, in the world of the ancient Israelites more than two
thousand years ago. In deploying the hymn after the quake, the people in
the tent city sang biblical geography into the city of Port-au-Prince. They
made meaning of their predicament, matching the sacred stories of the Bible
with their current situation and naming themselves as the righteous and the
sanctified. In the face of the worst national catastrophe in the Americas,
the quake survivors used religious music to orient themselves in time and in
space through the musical enactment of biblical mythmaking.

The following song from Chants d’Espérance also evokes a simple image,
figured in the call-and-response mode of a question and answer:

Kote w prale?

M pral kay yon wa

M pral kay Jesi Nazarét

[Where are you going?

I’m going to the house of a king

I’'m going to the house of Jesus of Nazareth]
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In this image, the answerer delivers the pith of the image: she is a sojourner,

on her way to some place. That place is definitely known: it is the House
of King Jesus of Nazareth. The song invokes the past Christian horizon
through naming the place of Jesus’s birth: Nazareth. The idea of futurity is
also presented here, and of course refers to the spiritual condition of the pil-
grim: upon physical death she will enter the House of the Lord. It is obvious
but worth stressing that the future Christian horizon is the time and space
of the eternal Kingdom of Heaven. Evangelical Christianity stresses that
the end times are near, and that the second coming of Christ is “at hand.”
This Christianity invites its believers to imagine and long for the immanent
future when God will rule over all of humanity in His Kingdom accord-
ing to His perfect peace and justice. This is the future that all born-again
Christians are sure they will see. This is the future horizon that evangelicals
set their sights on.

These brief examples show how through music, evangelical Haitian
images point to a temporal and spatial past and future that is part of a
religious cosmology, yet that mirrors the kinds of diasporic sensibilities
that ethnic groups cultivate. This should not be too surprising, because
diaspora theory and Christianity share similar deep structures of thought.
After all, the term diaspora originates in the Septuagint, the Greek trans-
lation of Hebrew scripture. In the ancient world (the fifth to first century
BCE) the Hebrew diaspora was cast as a necessary dispersion that prefig-
ured the final return to Jerusalem. Martin Baumann writes, ““Diaspora’
turns out to be an integral part of a pattern constituted by the fourfold
course of sin or disobedience, scattering and exile as punishment, repen-
tance, and finally return and gathering” (2000, 317). The New Testament
takes up the term diaspora, which is found in three places (in James 1,
Peter and John). Early Christian writers spun the trope of diaspora in
terms of a dispersed community, who would be as the “seed” to spread
the gospel of Jesus. In the early Christian eschatological view, the dis-
persed Christians would soon be reunited upon the return of the messiah
in the “heavenly city of Jerusalem” (Baumann 2000, citing Arowele 1977,
476). When the hopes of the imminent return of Christ faded and then
the Christians rose to political dominance in the late fourth century, the
image of diaspora lost its eschatological valence, and came to be a sign for
a Christian minority living in a doctrinally different society (Baumann
2000, 320). Diaspora was an ‘inside term,” one for Jewish and Christian
thinkers up until the 1960s.’ .

Then, interestingly enough for our purposes, it was African Studies that
took up the concept with the introduction of the notion of the “African
diaspora,” and the subsequent appropriation of the term throughout the
academy. Still, our anthropological theories of diaspora retain a conno-
tative echo of Jewish and Christian thought. Brubaker notices and com-
plains about the teleological character of the diaspora concept when he
says, “Diaspora is often seen as destiny—a destiny to which previously
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dormant members {or previously dormant diasporas in their entirety) are
now ‘awakening’” (Sheffer 2003, 21, cited in Brubaker 2005, 13).

Like national and ethnic diasporic groups, evangelicals see themselves as
a dispersed people through their appropriation of the story of the tribe of
the ancient Hebrews, the original and most famous diaspora. Now, Chris-
tians are dispersed throughout the globe, and cultivate a rhetoric of feeling
marginalized (and even sometimes martyred) by their opposition to secular
society and what they see as social sin and evil. Like diasporic groups that
maintain boundaries and long nostalgically to return to homeland, evan-
gelicals separate themselves through the practices of holiness and long to
“return,” for the first time, to the “New Jerusalem” in the eternal realm.

In adopting a saved and sanctified identity, Pentecostals also produce
a new form of spatiality that in turn inflects national and ethnic identity.
To be saved is to be oriented towards biblical geographies, both past and
future. Among evangelicals in. Haiti or in places in diaspora, a common
rhetorical stance is to proclaim that citizenship in God’s Kingdom trumps
one’s Haitian identification. I heard one pastor preach, “I don’t need to go
back to Haiti because I have Jesus.” This imagined Christian citizenship
is shared among other groups.in the Caribbean. Said a young person in
the Virgin Islands with great rhetorical flair to another researcher: “I am
Christian. I am first and foremost a citizen of God the Father’s kingdom,
adopted into his family through Jesus Christ, whose ambassador I am to
his honor and glory, in the power of the Holy Spirit” (Harkins-Pierre 2003,
33). How much more glorious it is to hold a passport to God’s Kingdom
than a passport from Haiti, now declared a “failed state” and the poorest
country in the hemisphere! We can see that on a rhetorical level, Caribbean
Pentecostals make a move to “leave” the Haitian diaspora to “join” the
Christian diaspora (see Johnson 2007). '

But it is a paradox that even as they proclaim identities as members of
the Christian community, Haitians live their lives mostly in ethnic enclaves.
Even as citizens of the kingdom, diasporic Haitians overwhelmingly join
Haitian congregations. Above all it is their use of Kreyol language that
makes it easier to participate in Haitian spaces. Haitians are also intensely
connected to family and transnational institutions in Haiti, and many do
plan to return when they retire. So it is more proper to describe Haitian
Pentecostals as standing simultaneously in two imagined diasporas—one
of which might be described as ethnic and the other religious.

The following French hymn from Chants d’Espérance is one of the few
to mention the country of Haiti. It would seek to perform the enormous
symbolic work of re-positioning the entire nation as a Christian nation
“consecrated to God.”

Soldats de Christ et Haitiens
Du ciel nous sommes citoyens
‘Dans la parole du seigneur
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Nous trouvons le seul vrai bonheur
Sauve, Seigneur, benis notre chere Haiti
Petite nation avant vers Sion

A Dieu consacre-toi fais Jesus ton roi
Saunve seigneur, benis notre chere Haiti
[Soldiers of Christ and Haitians,

We are citizens of heaven

In the Word of the Lord,

We find the only true happiness.

Save, Lord, bless our dear Haiti!

Small nation, hasten towards Zion
Consecrate yourself to God, make Jesus your King. . .
Save, Lord, bless our dear Haiti!]

The hymn, one of those composed by a Haitian evangelical for the Chants
d’Esperance, gives voice to the double identity of “Christian soldiers and
Haitians” who are also “citizens of heaven.” These special saints have the
burden of bringing Haiti to Christ. In this hymn they stand as both evan-
gelizers and intercessors; they implore Haiti to “hasten towards Zion” and
implore God to “save and bless Haiti.” A

For Haitian evangelicals in diasporic places, the past is a_ complex one.
Haiti is the immediate homeland, the place where family, foodways, lan-
guage and music are beloved and distinct. Yet the beloved Haiti cheri is also
a place where the land itself is home to non-Christian, even what some con-
sider, demonic, forces. The more distant biblical diasporic past is a power-
ful one and also understood as God’s truth. This past holds the story of the
tribe of Israelites, which has become the Christian story through the great
commission to bring the gospel to all nations. The diasporic future horizon
that really matters is the Eternal Kingdom.

-CONCLUSIONS

This chapter has looked at the ways groups use music consciously to orient
themselves to diasporic horizons. One “in diaspora” stands in a host soci-
ety and remembers a home society. To be “diasporic” means to cultivate
an identity and maintain boundaries, to rerain “diaspora consciousness”
and often to “long for return” to the homeland. Haitians’ lives are ori-
ented towards multiple, overlapping diasporas, from the streams of African
ethnic groups coming into Saint-Domingue out through the waves of out-
migration. Haitian identity formation can be theorized from the perspec-
tive of the “African diaspora” and the “Haitian diaspora,” and groups can
long to return to Haiti or can long to join the diaspora. I have shown that
if we listen carefully to the forms of spatiality inherent in musical texts, we
can find multiple registers of diasporic formations. I offered the metaphoric
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image that groups place sonic points on cognitive compasses that position
them in relation to past and future diasporic horizons. When we take seri-
ously the orientations groups form with regard to religious conceptions of
space, time and narratives, we can see that people and groups may privilege
extranational diasporic identities, including that of modern-day “Kongo
maroons” or nonethnic identities as soldiers in a “Christian diaspora.”
Through religious strands configured either as ‘traditional’ or as ‘Chris-
tian,” Haitians use sound, and music, as knowledge—of a Kongo past or
of biblical truth—and as an expressive tool to create identities in various
registers— ranging from Kongo, Kreyol, Hditian, pan-Hispaniola, to saved

-and sanctified, and global citizen of God’s Kingdom.

NOTES

1. This chapter is dedicated to my husband, Oli, who has listened, traipsed,
recorded, transcribed, discussed and produced so much music with me over
the past seventeen years. Thanks also to Ken Bilby, Melvin Butler, Paul C.
Johnson, Jason Craige Harris, Marc Hertzman, Paul Uhry Newman, Raquel
Z. Rivera and Mark Slobin for their ideas and comments, as well as to M.J.
Kenny and Robin Nagle. :

2. Rara bands are often formed at the request of the Afro-Creole spirits, and
according to protocol, the bamboo plant must be asked for its use and a small
payment must be left in its place.

3. Central African Babembe bamboo horns are recorded on an LP called
Musigue Kongo, kindly shared with me by Robert Garfias, personal com-
munication, May 2009.

4. You can listen to this song towards the end of the track titled “Notre Dame
de 7 Dolenrs” on (Gillis 1991) or as track 5 on the CD that accompanies my
book on Rara (McAlister 2002).

5. This work is part of the project to trace the pasts of cultural groups, not
because groups are bounded, have essential and inherent characteristics, are
unchanging and knowable, but precisely because groups fashion themselves
as groups in historical processes of change, their identities change, fade and
renew themselves, and we want to attend these processes in order to come to
some understanding of social formation and cultural production.

See http://www.myspace.com/grupokalunga (accessed May 7, 2009).

Readers can hear this song recorded on track 17 (Rhythms of Rapture:

Sacred Musics of Haitian Vodou 1995) and view field video online at http:/

rara.wesleyan.edu/rara/politics/index.php (Last accessed on December 29,

2010).

Listen, for example, to how closely the group Revelation Mizik sounds like

Gracia Delva on their music video, filmed in Haiti: “Satan m’pa pe w” (Satan

I’'m not afraid of you; at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=00wp3~35q74)

(Last accessed on December 29, 2010). They perform the song at a church in

Philadelphia, online at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cJR11Wol8Ycand

feature=related.

9. Translation mine. Readers can see and hear this song performed by Jean-
Marie Desir at the church Eglise de Dieu de Delmas 17 in Haiti, on Youtube
at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dMqYn2j18vY (accessed January 4,
2010). The hymn is found in Chants d’Espérance, although the Christian
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recording artist Jean Marie Desir takes credit for the composition, the title
track for his 2006 album Jericho. You can also hear quake survivors sing-
ing the song in an “Audio Postcard” broadcast on National Public Radio on
January 20, 2010. Interestingly, Wyclef Jean reproduces the lyric toward the
end of his track “Ghetto Racine” on his 2002 album Masquerade, and in an
unconventional twist, Rara banbou play in accompaniment.




